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STRANGERS IN THE VALLEY:
THE RIO GRANDE REPUBLICAN. AND SHALAM, 1884-1891
DANIEL SIMUNDSON

the area of western New York between
Albany and Buffalo was called the "burned-over" district because a
series of revivals had sapped its inhabitants of their religiOUS ardor.
By the last decades of the nineteenth century the landscape that
had once been studded with pious Utopian 'experiments, the
burned-over district, lay in ashes. The revivalist's tent had been
packed and sent off to the city. Communal yxperimentalism appeared to be waning, a victim of the new industrialism and the old
congregationalism. The once vibrant Shaker villages had been reduced to a gaunt gray line of wizened senior citizens whose only
repose was in the past. But the burned-over district had not entirely consumed man's desire for religious or social perfectionism.
Spiritualists, millenarians, and Utopian thinkers of varying hues
began searching for more salubrious environs. One of the more incredible experiments thus spawned from the East was the colony of
Shalam-a community of truly gentle people.
The "Faithists," as they preferred to be called, established their
settlement near Las Cruces, New Mexico Territory, in October of
I 884. The endeavor was largely financed by Andrew M. Howland,
a wealthy Bostonian, but its leading progenitor was the messianic
John B. Newbrough, a peripatetic dentist who had resided primarily in New York. Faithist creed was based on the "Oasphe" bible,
an eclectic doctrIne which its converts believed had been directly
revealed to Newbrough. The Faithists were pacifistic, vegetarian,
and spiritualistic, but their Utopia was not intended merely as a
model for mankind. Its primary aim, as revealed in the Oasphe
BEFORE THE CIVIL WAR
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bible, was to provide a home for foundlings and orphans who, it
was hoped, would some day regenerate an obviously unregenerate
society. Children were taken into Shalam without regard for creed
or color-it may have been the first totally integrated society in
New Mexico. Although Faithists abjured militant proselyting
among adults, anyone was welcome to enter the phalanx.
Shalam has been the subject of three studies appearing in pre-·
vious volumes of the NMHR. 1 Each of these is primarily concerned
with the nature and intent of the settlement. Although it is hoped
that this article will contribute to a better understanding of Shalam,
our first concern is with newspaper comment as found in the Las
Cruces Rio Grande Republican} the only local paper still available which was published during the life of the community. It will
be seen that editorial opinion shifted decisively between 1884 and
189 I, when John Newbrough died. Amity turned to apprehension;
apprehension turned to hostility. Then, while Shalam was bustling
with activity, the Republican. grew strangely silent. This neglect
was lethal for the coterie at the colony. Although editors were awed
by the technological acumen of the Faithists, only at the beginning
of the colony was any editor willing to deal kindly with the strangers
in the valley.
SHALAM-the headline was the largest at the printers disposalTHE NAME OF ANEW COLONY JUST STARTED NEAR DONA ANA. The
reporter (probably the editor, Mr. O. J. Hildreth) who interviewed
John Newbrough had obviously been impressed. Some "Eastern
."
a very senSl'ble" manner estabmen an d women, " h e wrote, h ad III
lished a community to take in children. There are no allusions to
the Utopian purpose for which this was to be done. Laziness
would be forbidden at Shalam, the report continued, and at the
end of each year profits from the produce of "raisins, fruits, vegetables or grain" were to be divided among the colonists who could
spend it as they wished. Necessities were to be obtained from a
common store, but the reporter seemed most moved because" . . .
it can be easily seen that in a community where expensive clothing
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is not the fashion, the ladies will not hanker after it
" Education at the settlement was to be concerned with "morals" as well
as subject matter, and "the child individually will be watched, and
his future life will be spent in doing those things for which he is
best capacitated by nature . . .." In light of the Republican.'s
later position, it is significant that at the first encounter the reporter
was favorably impressed by the founders of Shalam. "It does seem
to us that this colony, free as it is from all cranky notions, ought to
be a success . . . . It is not composed of cranks or adventurers."3
Editions published shortly after October I I were equally complimentary.4 The Faithists were basking in good press. The Republican. was the only Las Cruces newspaper in English. Its continued
support could only have been helpful to the cause of the Faithists.
John Newbrough was aware of the influence wielded by the local
newspaper, and his experience with Utopian communities elsewhere had made him opportunistic. In the first interview he had
told the truth, but not the whole truth. He knew that southern
New Mexico was not ready for either his revelation or for the
Utopian character of his settlement.
When the editor of the Republican. received more information,
he became more wary. On December I 3he reprinted an article
which had appeared in the St. Louis Post-Dispatch. For the first
time, the Republican. reported that the Oasphebible was believed
to have been transcribed by means of direct revelation. According
to the account a "bright light" had enveloped Newbrough's fingers
as he worked, and the pen he used had "glided" across the page
with an uncontrollable force. It is hardly likely that this news
tended to win public approval. Human intercession between God
and man is tolerable-as long as the medium lives elsewhere. Besides, although the December 13 article revealed that Shalam was
intended as a home for orphans, it ominously concluded by pointing out that the Faithists had "given no intelligible idea of what
they want to seek or accomplish."5
As the editor of the Republican. groped toward a definite position, his coverage of Shalam became more extensive. In 1885 residents of the Las Cruces area suspected that the Faithists were
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perpetuating slavery, engaging in connubial irregularities, mistreating their ill, and forbidding their members to eat salt. These largely
unsupported allegations were representative of increasing fear.
Faithists were now called "Shalamites," a mildly derisive appellation which identified them in worldy terms as a suspect group. By
June of 1886 they had become a "set of cranks" who had "expended
money in injudicious experiments, devoting more attention to a
fantastic creed . . . than to farming."6 Such unpardonable deviation was not to go unnoticed. The earliest indication of the Republican.'s apprehension was its treatment of defectors.
Any adult member was free to leave Shalam with impunity.
When B. F. Baily left the colony early in 1885, the Republican.
had not yet become absolutely inimical. It reported that he had
"no words of condemnation, reproach or criticism" for the "honest,
industrious, well intentioned people" at the community.7 Several
months later, however, the Republican. predicted that ". . . some
disclosures will be made in a few days that will not be relished by
the leading spirits of Shalam."8 This ominous announcement was
intended as a prolegomenon to the testimonies of Dr. Garter and
E. C. Bowman, two of the more sensational defectors. Under the
headline "What I know About Shalam," Dr. Garter announced
that he would deliver a public lecture on June 6 because it had
been "asked for by several prominent Citizens."9 Following editions
do not divulge the purport of Dr. Garter's disclosure, but he evidently anticipated enough interest to warrant an admission fee of
fifty cents. Shalam had become the subject of pecuniary opportunism.
Mr. Bowman's charges were at least as serious as those of Dr.
Garter. Although this critic \vas not interested in discussing the
merits of Shalam, he was insistent on clarifying a misunderstanding. The allegation "that it is a kind of 'free love' association," he
wrote, does the people there an "injustice." Mr. Bowman's primary
contention was that a "crookedness and villainy" had been perpetrated by John Newbrough who had "stripped" the Faithists "of
all their earthly possessions."lo Slavery had been triumphantly

SIMUNDSON: LAND OF SHALAM

201

annihilated in the Wilderness of Virginia. Was it about to reappear
in the valley of the Rio Grande?
Rebuttals from Shalam were rapid and explicit. H. S. Tanner,
a medical doctor whose belief in the curative powers of fasting had
earned him a national reputation, wrote a satirical letter, printed
on May 30, in which he claimed that Mr. Bowman's assertions had
brought "an uproarious burst of merriment from every form of
animate life at Shalam," including the mules. Dismissing Bowman's
charges as "slanderous," Dr. Tanner diagriosed his demented condition as having been brought on by "worms," the result of his
"morbid appetite for peanuts, figs, oranges, candy, herring, etc.
which every Las Crucian knows he is constantly nibbling. . . ."11
John Newbrough's rejoinder was only slightly less satirical. Bowman could not'have forgotten, he complained, "that we shared our
shirts and socks with him," or "that we extended him seven hundred dollars in caring for him . . . and bringing him here where
he now doesn't work as long as someone else will support him."
Apparently Bowman had charged elsewhere that he had been
denied salt at Shalam. Newbrough replied that there was no paucity of it at the colony, and that he could not regard the amount
consumed as "seriously affecting this territory." More important,
he maintained -that if he was perpetuating slavery, he had been
deceived by his own bondsmen. "They dance and sing," he explained, "and work without murmur and persist in saying they
were never so happy before in their lives."12
By June of I 885 the claims and counterclaims concerning
Shalam had aroused public curiosity. Its notoriety could have
spread. Although the Republican.'s coverage was no longer completely amiable, the communal experiment was a local cause celebre.
Stories about Shalam were selling newspapers. In July the Republican. reported that one of the residents at Shalam had died because
she "adopted the Tanner fast cure with disastrous results."13 The
follOWing week a reply from the community which indicated that
the deceased had passed away as the result of nothing more than a
case of advanced age was printed. 14 While such bickering indicates
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that Faithists· were prone to the same type of peevishness which
afRicts members of more conventional society, it did, nevertheless,
promote interest in the experiment. As Mr. Bowman continued his
seemingly ceaseless harangues/ 5 the editor of the Republican., now
Paul F. Wagner, permitted the publication of two letters written
by John Newbrough. Either of these would have been the envy of
. any contemporary advertising executive.
The first letter concerned the purpose of Shalam. It was written
both to mollify public opinion and, equally important, to promote
the colony. In his introduction, Newbrough revealed his quiet, soft
sell approach when he wrote:
. . . Shalam is engaging in a good deal of publicity. We deem it but
just to ourselves, and to the great cause we have espoused, to explain
in some measure who we are, as well as the objects and aims of our
association. First though, permit us to thank you for kindly offering
us an opportunity to do so through the columns of your valuable
paper.16

After endorsing statehood for New Mexico, Newbrough contended
that frontier migration would be stimulated if there were more
pacific communities like Shalam. "The religion of the Faithists is
purity and good works," he continued. ''They are vegetarians, teetotallers, non-resistants, and convenanted against war after the
manner of the Quakers." After a lurid depiction of the treatment
of foundlings in metropolitan areas of the East, Newbrough anticipated twentieth century liberalism when he wrote, "Now, we
Faithists hold that society was and is the criminal, even more than
these unfortunate waifs." "We are not the millenium," the letter
continued, "just plain, good working people. . . . After parties
have been with us for a while, and we find them to be worthy, we
admit them; if unworthy, we reject them. If such as we reject
should abuse us, or falsely accuse us, that is not our matter. We are
to press onward in peace." The letter ended with an optimistic
description of the new desert Zion:
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Our sun is rising beautifully. Our land is paid for, and we owe nobody a dollar that we cannot pay at sight. We are at peace with one
another and are happy. We h~ve full faith that we may [illegible]
people who will live in purity, practice good works, [and] are under
the protecting care of the All Mighty and His heavenly Hosts. The
good that shall corne out of our work shall be the still small voice that
will ere long be heard afar. 17

Dr. Newbrough's next letter, which explained the governmental
organization of Shalam, was in effect an advertisement. He called
the direct democracy instituted at Shalam a "Fraternal" form of
government. The Inner Council, comprising all adults including
women, considered each matter of importance-from the purchase
of new equipment to the admission of new members. When all
members of the association agreed, the decision was put into effect
by the chief (Newbrough). What would happen when Shalam became too large for such a governmental framework? "Provision is
made for this by having groups, as, a group of clothiers, a group of
dieticians . . . there is a chief to each group, and they dispense
rules and provisions by the same manner as the chief. . . ."18
Three years before the publication of Looking Backward, an obscure New Mexico visionary had proposed a system of labor organization strikingly similar to the "Industrial Army" in Edward
Bellamy's popular novel. Looking Backward provided the outline
for the Nationalist movement, one of the more progressive third
party efforts of the nineteenth century. Intellectuals like John
Dewey and Thorstein Veblen were to be influenced by Bellamy,
while John B. Newbrough remained unknown.
After the summer of 1885 the Republican. failed to give such
extensive coverage to Shalam. If Newbrough submitted other let~
ters, they were not published. At this time the colony comprised
over twenty-five members, and plans were being made for extensive
construction. If Shalam was to attract new converts, it would have
to do so through its own efforts. While the Republican. was still
eager to support any enterprise which might contribute to the development of the Las Cruces area, Shalam was to be rejected.
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On only one other occasion was the Republican. willing to extend to Shalam the coverage it had received in previous issues. In
January 1886, it reported that an edifice measuring one hundred
feet by two hundred and seventy feet was under construction. Newbrough was quoted as having said that at least one hundred thousand dollars would be spent on building during the coming summer and that the foundation for an orphanage capable of holding
two thousand children would soon be poured. 19 Even the most
recalcitrant of editors could not avoid mentioning such newsworthy
developments. Earlier editions had dazzled their readers by allusions to a steam plow costing thousands,of dollars, the importation
of forty thousand grape vines from California, and a pump capable
of discharging eight thousand gallons of water per minute,20 but
comments on the progressive farming techniques employed at
Shalam became scanty after June 1886. Meanwhile, the Faithists
had spent twenty-five thousand dollars on an artesian well, and
their herd of purebred Guernseys was providing EI Paso with dairy
products?1
Although editors of the Republican. tended to ignore Shalam
after 1886, they were aware that the colony had provoked considerable interest. Atlanta, Georgia, had broken out with an infestation of Faithist advertising literature which would "mislead
imaginative people" or appeal "to the dissatisfied and foolish."22
Referring to a column which had appeared in the New York Sun,
the Republican. regretfully stated, "it is of such an inviting character that it will bring plenty of neophytes."23 In 1889 when John
Newbrough visited the west coast to recruit children, the Las
Cruces newspaper reprinted an article which had been published
in the San Francisco Examiner. 24 As late as 1897 Andrew Howland
visited the midwest, and the Republican. copied a provocative interview which had appeared in the Kansas City Star. 25 New Mexico newspapers had also shown interest in Shalam. For example, a
sympathetic discussion appeared in the Santa Fe New Mexican. 26
Shalam made interesting copy. Because of their proximity to the
colony, editors of the Republican. could have reported on this
phenomenon with ease. For several reasons, they chose not to do
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so. First, the Faithists contributed little to the local economy.
Shalam was largely self-sufficient; smaller items were purchased
at the settlement's cooperative warehouse, and the more expensive
items were brought in from the East. One did not buy an eightthousand-dollar irrigation pump at any Las Cruces general store.
More important than economics was the intent of the colony. Farmers who raised staples were more than welcome to the valley, but
strangers who raised children were quite another matter. Editors
of the Republican., and probably the local citizenry as well, could
not understand Shalam's Utopian purpose. If they did, they refused to believe it. Shalam's "True Inwardness" remained suspect. 27 The Republican. was too apprehensive to tolerate a wilderness Zion. It was frightened because the Faithists seemed too
committed, too well-heeled, a'nd, even more dangerous, too SUCCe6Sful. Any editorial coverage might have tended to make that success
more certain. Even bad publicity would have attracted attention to
Shalam. Editors of the Republican. were not content merely to
rejectthe communal experiment editorially, they committed themselves to ignoring it. Between 1886 and 189 I, when Shalam was
very active, 'the Republican. was silent. When John Newbrough
died in 189 I, the notice was curt: "Dr. Newbrough, one of the
founders and earnest workers of the Shalam colony, died on the
farm of that institution near Dona Ana on Wednesday last."28
SHALAM did not fail because it received inadequate attention from
the local newspaper. More extensive coverage would not necessarily have assured its success. There were other important reasons for
the demise. of the colony, most of which stemmed from the movement itself. First, Shalam was not a lucrative enterprise. Faithist
agricultural efforts were innovative, but experimentation was expensive. Second, the colony was too isolated to be easily repeopled.
Third, its labor force was inadequate. Ne~brough's band was
largely comprised of romanticists and amateur metaphysicians who
had little aptitude for physical labor. Finally, although the Oasphe
bible had indicated that converts would be inevitable, they never
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appeared. Neither Newbrough nor Howland was adroit at evangelism, and Shalam never attracted a Pauline personality-i.e., one
which could bring about mass conversions.
The press represented one possibility for attracting attention,
and during t~e important years of Shalam's beginnings, the Republican. was the press. The El Paso Times did not even notice the
Faithists' arrival. Two Spanish newspapers, El Tiempo and Verdad,
both of which were published in Las Cruces, were not interested
in printing local news which dealt with Anglo affairs. Unfortunately, existing copies of the weekly Mesilla Valley Democrat,
published from 1886 to 1890, are too scattered for analysis. Those
available indicate that like the Republican., the Democrat did not
publish much concerning Shalam.
Originally, it had appeared that the Republican. would act as
an intermediary between the Faithists and the local populace.
When its position swung to apprehensi~n and rejection, this possibility vanished. Few newspapers are sufficiently influential to
change public opinion, but the Republican. could, for example,
have been more forceful in condemning the local persecution of
the Faithists. On two occasions it merely reported that trouble had
taken place. The first incident, which the Republican. called "another misfortune," involved arson, the second, a mugging. 29 Its
refusal to publish any news concerning the settlement made the
Faithists appear more austere and fearsome than they were. While
xenophobia is most often caused by information which instills fear,
it may also be caused by lack of information.
Although Shalam continued to exist until 1905, its fate had been
sealed at a much earlier date. By its silence, the Republican. contributed to its demise. During an era of nationally popular panaceas
ranging from free silver to the single tax, the remedial plan for
social redemption offered by the Faithists went largely unknown.
Only a handful of the hordes who attended Bellamy club meetings
knew that a society in New Mexico had already anticipated their
ideal form of labor organization. The social ferment of the Gilded
Age had created a disconsolate residue of rejected people yearning
for a better way. John Newbrough was aware of this phenomenon.
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About 1885 he published an advertising tract called the Kosman
Almanac, but it was distributed too haphazardly to be of help to
his colony. There may have been other brochures printed.
The plethora of articles about Shalam in the national and territorial press indicates that for many editors it was of interest, if only
as a curiosity. The Republican. could have acted as a catalyst for
this interest. Nineteenth-century editors frequently reprinted articles originally published elsewhere. The Republican. was not
without influence. It represented one of the larger communities in
the territory and was widely quoted. Las Cruces was a railroad center from which trains for Albuquerque, EI Paso and points beyond
departed each day. Even hostility on the part of the Republican.
would have aroused curiosity. The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints prospered while American newspaper opinion
was overwhelmingly condemnatory~ For the strangers in the valley,
a bad press would have been more helpful than no press at all.

NOTES
I. See Julia Keleher, "The Land of Shalam: Utopia in New Mexico,"
NMHR, vol. 19 (1944), pp. 123-34; Jane Howland, "Shalam: Fact Versus
Fiction," vol. 20 (1945), pp. 281-309; and K. D. Stoes, "The Land of
Shalam," vol. 33 (1958), pp. 1-23, 1°3-27.
2. Hereinafter referred to as the Republican.
3. The Republican., I I Oct. 1884, p. I.
4· Ibid., I Nov. 1884, p. 3; 8 Nov. 1884, p. 3; and 22 Nov. 1884, p. 2.
5. Ibid., 13 Dec. 1884, p. I.
6. Ibid., 19 June 1886, p. I.
7· Ibid:, 17 Jan. 188 5, p. 3:
. 8. Ibid., 16 May 1885, p. 3.
9· Ibid., 30 May 188 5, p. 3.
10. Ibid., 23 May 1885, p. 3.
I I. Ibid., 30 May 1885, p. 2.

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW XLV: 3 1970

208

Ibid., 6 June 1885, p. 2.
13· Ibid., 18 July 1885, p. 3.
14. Ibid., 25 July 1885, p. 2.
15. Ibid., 13 June 1885, p. 2 and 20 June 1885, p. 2.
16. Ibid., 13 June i885, p. 2.
17. Ibid.
18. Ibid., 20 June 1885, p. 3.
19. Ibid., 30 Jan. 1886, p. 3·
20. See the following editions of the Republican. for comments concerning farming techniques: 17 Jan. 1885, p. 3; 31 Jan. r885, p. 3; 2r March
188 5, p. 3; 25 April 1885, p. 3; 7 Nov. 188 5, p. 3; 2 Jan. 1886, p. 3; 6 Feb.
r886, P.3; and I May r886, p. 3.
.
21. The Las Cruces (New Mexico) Democrat., 2r June r899, p. 4.
22. The Republican., 10 Oct. r885, p. 1.
23. Ibid., 23 Jan. r886, p. 2.
24. Ibid., 24 Aug. r889, p. 4.
25. Ibid., 25 June 1897, p. 1.
26. See the Santa Fe New Mexican, r6 June 1899, p. 4.
27. The Republican., r3 June 1885, p. 2.
28. Ibid., 24 April r891, p. 3.
29. Ibid., 2r April 1888 and 30 July 1897.
12.

